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By late lamented H. G. Dr. Paulos Mar Gregorios 
An Article from his Spiritual Autobiography 

Love's Freedom The Grand Mystery 



A Child's Religion 

I must say a word about my religious or church 
life as a child, for that was a major formative 
influence in my personality formation. My parents 
were both regular church-goers, my mother 
particularly so. All of us children were also to go 
every Sunday without fail, as also for all important 
church festivals. We practiced group family prayer 
at home in the morning and evening and observed 
all the fasts prescribed by the church. This, I must 
say, was fairly normal for Orthodox Christian 
families at the time. 

In fact, in the Orthodox tradition to which my 
family belonged, religious personality formation 
depended more on the regular observances than 
on doctrinal instruction. The family prayers and 
Sunday worship were central. It mattered little 
how much of it one understood. The important 
thing was the participation, and the subtle and 
subconscious ways in which such participatory 
experience affected one's personality structure. 

The body was just as important as the mind in 
these observances, and not merely only what the 
eye saw and what the ear heard. Seeing and 
hearing were in some sense fundamental, even 
when there was no conscious comprehension. 
Equally important, however, were the other 
senses: the scent of incense in the church services, 
the taste of the Eucharistic bread and wine, the 
smearing of the oil from the church lamp on your 
forehead, the kissing of the cross and making the 
sign of the cross, the myriad genuflections and 
prostrations, the tasting of the bitter vinegar on 
Good Friday, the holding of the palm leaf on Palm 
Sunday, the kiss of peace given and received 
during the liturgy by all in the special Indian 
Christian way (offering both your hands to your 
neighbor to interleaf with the two hands of the 


other, who does the same to his or her neighbor 
in turn), the gorgeous vestments of the bishops 
and priests, the peals of church bells and systrums, 
exercising one's own vocal chords in loud and 
spiritual, if not quite harmonious singing of the 
hymns and chants, the white-clad deacons, the 
colourful decorations of the altar. All five senses 
of the body were to be involved in worship. Sight 
and hearing, smell and touch and taste. Tire body 
must pray just as much as the soul and the spirit, 
with the hands and the feet, the tongue and the 
lips, the voice and the breathing, posture and 
movement. 

That was the system in which we had been 
brought up. And I must affirm the basic validity 
of the system, though much in it could readily be 
improved upon. I have dwelt upon this point in 
my Joy of Freedom. Many of the attitudes and tastes 
that I have carried over from childhood to 
adulthood came from this system. 

The British missionaries who came to us in the 
twenties and thirties of the nineteenth century on 
a "Mission of Help" tried to tell us that all this 
was worthless superstition, and that only pure 
reading of the Bible and the Book of Common 
Prayer (Worship Manual of the Anglican Church) 
and the singing of 'Spiritual hymns' would do. 
They were just as much missionaries of the 
European Enlightenment of the 17 th and 18 th 
centuries as of the western Protestant gospel. We 
are still very much under their influence, because 
that influence is so pervasive in our culture. Too 
many people still think that a child learns mainly 
what he or she is told in so many words. 

I believe all ancient religious systems practiced 
something like that. It is all very well to speak 
about "pure" spirituality without dogma or rite, 
and even to create fresh ones tailored to order. 
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But if any religion has survived for more than two 
generations, it has developed some of its own 
rituals and dogmas. Even the Quakers are no 
exception to this. The dogmas may not be 
acknowledged as such; the rituals may be more 
cleverly concealed. Religion is always a 
community affair; the idea that it is a matter of 
individuals choice is a peculiar and mistaken 
dogma of the unacknowledged religion of our 
secular culture. No religious system propagates 
itself without a community tradition which 
invariably includes a system of teachings a set of 
ritual actions. That is in the very nature of the 
human being. Even the most godless person does 
not live by critical rationality and individual 
choice alone. More on this later: 

Sunday school 

Despite all that has been said above, 
instruction, it must be stated, can be helpful, 
especially when it is given in the context of a 
symbol-system that carries subconscious 
meaning. I myself benefitted immensely from 
Sunday school. 

The Sunday school is an institution of 18 th 
Century origin in England. Though Christians 
started it, its original purpose was not specifically 
religious, but the general education of slum 
children. Robert Raikes, the publisher of 
Gloucester Journal, not only started the institution 
for educating neglected and illiterate slum 
children through volunteer teachers (hence on 
Sunday), but also wrote a very persuasive piece 
in his journal about it. The idea caught fire and 
spread, not only in England, but also on the 
European and American continents. In the 
nineteenth century, as general education became 
more widely available in western countries, the 
Sunday school began to specialize in religious 
education and that too for all church-going 
children, from slum or suburb. 

The institution came to the Christian churches 
of India also about a hundred years ago. My 
parish church, Nadamel St. Mary's, only half a 
mile from home, had started Sunday school, with 
four grades only. And I finished the four years by 
the time I was nine years old. A neighboring 
parish, only two miles from home, St. George's in 


Karingachira, had seven grades, and I joined as a 
fifth grader. They had good teachers by the 
standards of those days, and I did well. Soon I 
was asked to teach Sunday school in my own 
parish, and I readily agreed to do so, even while I 
was a student at St. George's. This was possible 
since the two Sunday Schools functioned at two 
different times on Sunday. I would go to the 
liturgy at St. George's in the morning, and would 
stay on for the Sunday school there as a student. I 
would come home for lunch, and go to teach in 
my parish in the afternoon. It worked very well, 
for teaching is a good way of learning. 

I am very grateful for this experience. At St. 
George's one of the teachers I remember very well 
was Punnachalil Chacko Master learned and 
inspiring. There I deepened my commitment to 
God and to Jesus Christ, as an eleven year old 
teacher, I myself became popular; I think I 
managed to transmit some of my faith to a few of 
my own students, who were only a few years 
younger than their Boy Teacher. 

In my later years I have often thought about 
it. These parishes were not what you would call 
"aglow with the Spirit". There was so much 
intrigue and petty quarrels going on all the time. 
And yet, it was in these very ordinary parishes 
with very ordinary men and women that I 
acquired the rudiments of my present faith. I 
cannot therefore dismiss the churches as irrelevant 
or Sub-Christian. Despite all that was wrong, and 
there was plenty wrong by my present standards, 
the transmission of the faith goes on in these 
churches. Children and adults come to know God. 
And is that not important enough? How can I then 
despise or dismiss the churches as ineffective and 
unspiritual? 

Preaching or sermons as such in church were 
neither altogether inspiring nor particularly 
edifying. The preachers were too unlettered and 
often downright boring. But listening to the 
reading of the Scriptures in church must have 
made an impact. By the time I was twelve, I had a 
personal knowledge of God and a sort of 
commitment to Christ. In fact I was on talking 
(prattling?) terms with God, with Jesus Christ, 
whom I acknowledged as my living Lord and 
Master as also the true manifestation of God. • 
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